

































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Some Thoughts on the Emergence and 
‘Aesthetic Asceticism’ of Ryūha-bugei
Alexander Bennett
This essay will investigate the enigmatic symbolic reverence attached to the sword (katana) 
in medieval and early-modern Japan, and the genesis of ‘schools’ dedicated to the study and 
refinement of its techniques. 
 To this day, many scholars still take it for granted that the katana was the primary 
or preferred weapon of the bushi. However, for most of bushi history the sword was but an 
auxiliary weapon. Because of its fragile nature, its practical use in the thick of battle was 
perceivably somewhat limited. Nevertheless, from the fifteenth century onwards, we see the 
gradual rise of specialist martial art schools (ryūha-bugei) in which the sword became the 
predominant weapon despite the introduction of more devastating arms, namely firearms in 
1543. This trend seems to be at stark odds with the reality of the era, where warlords (daimyō) 
vied to crush each other to gain suzerainty over the country, and begs the question as to why 
schools dedicated to swordsmanship arose in the first place. 
 Obviously, training in systemised composite martial arts had important practical 
applications, and in this sense specialist martial art schools which evolved in the late 
medieval period (from around 1400–1600) provided an important route for the professional 
warrior. Even so, it is difficult to ignore the ostensibly ‘devolutionary’ mind-set from a 
practical perspective with regards to the fundamental weapon involved—the sword. 
 Thus, my intention by investigating this theme is to corroborate the following three 
postulations: 1) Given the period in which they arose, it is likely that they were created not 
just as a culmination of combat experience, but were strongly influenced by genteel art forms 
such as nō as a result of a bushi complex/infatuation with courtier culture, and recognition 
of the necessity to emulate this culture as new rulers of Japan. Here we see the genesis of 
composite martial schools which for the most part focussed on the use of the sword; 
2) While maintaining practical battle application, ryūha-bugei were, in essence, pseudo-
religious organisations that “aestheticized” individual combat into art forms; 3) Successive 
generations or students of the schools refined the training methodologies and surrounding 
philosophies. As such the ensuing extensions of the original ryūha provide a vivid example 
of the process of “invention” or “reinvention of tradition” to justify the existence and pre-
eminence of a specific social group.
The Predominance of Swords ‒ Fact or Fiction?
Ironically, it was the introduction of firearms in the sixteenth century that supposedly 
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